G.R. No. 81961. April 18, 1989 (Case Brief / Digest)

Title: Director of Land Management and Director of Forest Development vs. Court of
Appeals and Mino Hilario

Facts:

The subject of this case is a parcel of land situated in Cosaran, Barangay Baloy, Itogon,
Benguet, Philippines. Initially part of the “Central Cordillera Forest Reserve,” this area was
established under Proclamation No. 217 on February 16, 1929. It was also part of the
Ambuklao-Binga Watershed and the Upper Agno River Basin Multiple Use of Forest
Management District, designated by respective proclamations and orders.

Mino Hilario applied for land registration on March 10, 1975, claiming ownership by
purchase from his father, Hilario Molang, on April 17, 1972. He filed the application under
the Land Registration Act but also cited Commonwealth Act 141 and other laws due to his
status as a member of the cultural minorities.

The Directors of Lands and Forest Development opposed the application, arguing that
Hilario did not have a legal claim to the land, as it was public domain and forest reserve
land, not subject to private ownership or alienation.

Procedurally, the trial court on May 16, 1985, ruled in favor of Hilario, confirming his and
his predecessors’ occupation of the land since before the First World War. The Court of
Appeals affirmed this decision. The case was then elevated to the Supreme Court through a
petition brought by the Directors, seeking further review.

Issues:

1. Whether the land in question, within a forest reserve, may be registered as private
property based on Republic Act No. 3872 and the applicant’s status as a cultural minority.

2. Whether Mino Hilario acquired private rights to the land prior to the issuance of the
relevant proclamations and thus exempted from their effects.

3. Whether the lower courts erred in affirming the applicant’s title registration.

Court’s Decision:

1. The Court ruled that lands within forest reserves are by nature not capable of private
appropriation and cannot be claimed as such unless reclassified as disposable and alienable
by the Government. The argument that the cultural minorities’ laws applied was rejected
because it does not extend private rights to forestland.

2. The Court clarified that the Proclamation No. 217 did not change the land to a forest
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reserve but recognized it as such. Therefore, possession prior to the proclamation did not
lend to a private claim. Further, there was no evidence the land was ever classified as
alienable.

3. The Court ruled that the interpretation by lower courts that the law allowed ownership of
non-disposable lands by cultural minorities was erroneous, being contrary to both
constitutional mandates and jurisprudence prohibiting the alienation of non-agricultural
public lands including forest reserves.

Doctrine:

The case establishes that forest land cannot be converted into private land through
possession, no matter how long, unless there is a formal governmental act reclassifying the
territory as disposable or alienable land. It reiterates established jurisprudence that entry
into forest land and subsequent cultivation do not amount to private claims without prior
reclassification.

Class Notes:

- Forest Reserves: Lands designated as forest reserves are inalienable and unaffected by
acts of possession or improvement by individuals.

- Cultural Minority Claims: Cultural minorities are granted rights similar to other citizens
over agricultural public lands if possession is proven for a significant period. However, this
does not extend to forest or timber lands.

- Public Land Act Interpretation: The Act concerns only agricultural lands, and its
application regarding cultural minorities is limited to the same. Provisions related to
possession under said Act cannot apply to forest reserves.

Historical Background:

The case reflects post-colonial Philippine legal struggles in balancing development and
resource management. Post-independence legislation, geared towards sustainable
management of natural resources, often clashed with local populations’ historical land
claims. The case highlights how constitutional and administrative frameworks sought to
ensure public lands, particularly forest reserves, are preserved for national benefit and
ecological balance. The legal precedents drawn here emphasize stringent safeguards
against the alienation of non-agricultural public lands.
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